Resident bacterial flora and immune system.
The "controlled inflammation" of the normal human gut is a closely controlled phenomenon and any change in the cell type number and/or functions, including the release of soluble mediators can lead to an "uncontrolled" inflammation. The physiological inflammation in the human gut plays a crucial role in maintaining a local immune response that is appropriate, efficiently protective and which respects the gut structure and function. The intestinal mucosa represents a considerable proportion of the human immune system. Disregulation of the mucosal immune response can switch a "controlled" toward an "uncontrolled" intestinal inflammation. A key role in the maintenance of an adequate balance between antigenic stimulation and host immune response is played by the immunoregulatory molecules released by activated immunocytes in the human gut. The role of the host immune system in the maintenance of an adequate balance between luminal antigens, including the resident bacterial flora and host immune response, is strongly supported by animal models of uncontrolled intestinal inflammation. Besides the aetiology of inflammatory bowel disease, luminal antigens (including food, viral and bacterial antigens) contribute to the maintenance of the inflammatory process in inflammatory bowel disease, by stimulating the immunocompetent cells in the intestinal mucosa. Of the luminal antigens, the resident bacterial flora seems to play a major role in the development of animal models of "uncontrolled" intestinal inflammation. Recent evidence also suggest that bacterial flora can modulate the function of the intestinal mucosal cells. These observations support the role of the intestinal bacterial flora in the induction of an uncontrolled inflammation in the human gut, leading to tissue damage. Probiotics, defined as living micro-organisms which, when taken in appropriate amounts, improve the health status, have been proposed in the treatment of inflammatory bowel disease, but their mechanisms of action still remain to be fully elucidated.